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Abstract
Background: The Swedish Healthcare Act prescribes that healthcare should be provided according to needs and
with respect for each person’s human dignity. The goal is equity in health for the whole population. In spite of this,
studies have revealed that Swedish healthcare is not always provided equally. This has also been observed in
telephone nursing.
Therefore, the aim of the present study was to investigate if and how an educational intervention can improve
awareness of equity in healthcare among telephone nurses.
Methods: The study had a quasi-experimental design, with one intervention group and one control group. A
base-line measurement was performed before an educational intervention and a follow-up measurement was
made afterwards in both groups, using a study specific questionnaire in which fictive persons of different age,
gender and ethnicity were assessed concerning, e.g., power over one’s own life, quality of life and experience of
discrimination. The educational intervention consisted of a web-based lecture, literature and a seminar, covering
aspects of inequality in healthcare related to gender, age and ethnicity, and gender and intersectionality theories
as explaining models for these conditions.
Results: The results showed few significant differences before and after the intervention in the intervention group.
Also in the control group few significant differences were found in the second measurement, although no intervention
was performed in that group. The reason might be that the instrument used was not sensitive enough to pick up an
expected raised awareness of equity in healthcare, or that solely the act of filling out the questionnaire can create a
sort of intervention effect. Fictive persons born in Sweden and of young age were assessed to have a higher
Good life-index than the fictive persons born outside Europe and of higher age in all assessments.
Conclusion: The results are an imperative that equity in healthcare still needs to be educated and discussed in
different healthcare settings. The intervention and questionnaire were designed to fit telephone nurses, but could
easily be adjusted to suit other professional groups, who need to increase their awareness of equity in healthcare.
Keywords: Equity in health, Intersectional perspective, Intervention study, Telephone nursing, Sweden
Background
The Swedish Healthcare Act (SFS 1982:763) prescribes
that healthcare should be provided according to needs
and with respect for each person’s human dignity. The
goal is equity in health for the whole population. In spite
of this intention, studies have revealed that healthcare in
Sweden is not always provided equally. Primarily, gender
inequalities have been reported [1, 2]. It has also been
reported that there are gender related patterns in peo-
ple’s healthcare seeking behaviour. For example, women
tend to seek care more actively than men, and they are
also more eager to contact healthcare services on behalf
of others, not least their children and partners [3–5].
Such patterns have also been observed in telephone
nursing. This is a service which has developed rapidly in
many Western countries during the last decades. In
Sweden, the service Swedish Healthcare Direct (SHD)
1177 was launched in 2013, and all regions and county
councils in the country are currently connected to the
service, through the telephone number 1177 on a 24/7/52
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service basis. It is meant to be citizens’ first healthcare
contact and is staffed by 1500 registered nurses (RNs) lo-
cated at 33 sites. These nurses answer about 5.5 million
calls yearly (http://www.1177.se/), making SHD one of
Sweden’s largest healthcare providers. Similar services can
be found in, e.g., the UK, Australia and the US [6].
The intention behind SHD is to make healthcare more
efficient, accessible and safe for patients (http://www.
1177.se/). Telephone nurses in Sweden are encouraged
to handle six to eight calls per hour [7]. An important
task for telephone nurses is to steer patients to an
appropriate care level. Further, their tasks are to assess
symptoms, recommend a doctor’s appointment or give
self-care advice [8].
By tradition, Swedish healthcare is tax financed. For
the past 20 years, however, the system has undergone
key changes within the neoliberal realm, with New Public
Management (NPM) reforms and privatization at its
centre [9, 10]. NPM is a management ideology used in
the public sector, with origin in the private sector. It is
characterised by demands of efficiency, cost control and
performance evaluation [11], and consequently often used
as a control system. The goal is to become more market
oriented, by holding public institutions accountable for
their work performance and base resource allocation on
performance. Thus, one of the core issues is that of per-
formance measurements. Studies have reported the influ-
ence of NPM also in telephone nursing services [12],
which is considered to be a cost-effective way to provide
healthcare [13]. Some of the SHD call centres are privately
run. Hence, telephone nurses work in a call centre-like
milieu, and efficiency and profit are guiding concepts [14].
Telephone nursing has been argued to have the poten-
tial to increase equity in health, as it is easy to reach and
open to everyone [7, 15, 16]. However, studies have re-
ported that gender can influence the use of the service.
Not least, telephone nursing has been described as a fe-
male service, in that it is both handled and used mainly
by women [4]. About 90 % of the Swedish work force of
telephone nurses consists of women [17] and a majority
of the callers are women [16]. Likewise, a Swedish study
found that in paediatric health calls a majority of the
callers were mothers [5]. In order to understand these
patterns more in depth, a Swedish study explored the
communication between telephone nurses and callers,
using Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). The discourse
of telephone nursing was found to be dialectically re-
lated to neoliberal ideology, such as NPM, and the
ideology of medicine, as well as situated in a gendered
context of ideal femininity and masculinity [15].
Concerning male callers, telephone nurses have de-
scribed them as either assertive or reluctant, while female
callers were perceived as easier to persuade to “wait and
see” [4]. A British study identified three different types of
male callers, namely the assertive carer, the reluctant
patient and the new dad [18]. Differences have also
been reported concerning the advice given by telephone
nurses. A Swedish study showed that the likelihood for
a father to receive referral to health services from a
telephone nurse were twice as great as for mothers [5].
Also ethnicity and age have been pointed out as consti-
tuting factors for use of telephone nursing services. Previ-
ous studies indicate that ethnical minorities, deprived
groups and the elderly tend to underutilize the service
[16, 19–23]. Hence, a high awareness of equity in health
and how factors such as gender, ethnicity and age can
intersect seems to be of outmost importance for nurses
working with the service.
Against this background, the aim of the present study
was to investigate if and how an educational intervention
can improve awareness of equity in healthcare among tele-
phone nurses. Two central questions were investigated:
1) How aware are telephone nurses of equity in
healthcare?
2) How can this awareness be impacted by an
educational intervention?
Theoretical framework
The concept of ‘gender’ came into practise in the 1970s,
in order to being able to analyse differences between
men and women that were not related to the biological
sex [24, 25]. In the 1980s, West and Zimmerman [26]
introduced the concept “doing gender” and since then
researchers within this field mostly refer to gender as
something that is constantly constructed in interaction
between human beings. Early gender research focused
on the construction of femininity, with the aim of under-
standing and changing women’s subordination in patri-
archal societies. Since the 1990s, theories of masculinity
have also been developed, for example by Connell [27, 28],
who argued that masculinity and femininity are context-
ually and relationally constructed, so that in the same con-
text, several forms of masculinity (and femininity) can be
found, hierarchically ordered in relation to each other. The
most valued form of masculinity in a Western context was
defined by Connell as ‘hegemonic masculinity’ [27, 29],
characterised by being constructed as superior to fem-
ininity. Hegemonic masculinity is normative rather than
normal; even though few people might live up to these
idealized images, men are required to position themselves
in relation to them. In analogy with Connell, Schippers
[30] identified a “hegemonic femininity”, i.e., the most
valued form of femininity in a Western context, which
guarantees the dominant position of men and the sub-
ordination of women. Further, Lyons [31] has argued
that hegemonic femininity is marked by being caring
and acting responsibly towards other people.
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“Doing health” has shown to be an important aspect
of “doing gender” [32]; for example, hegemonic mascu-
linity can be reinforced by men being reluctant to seek
healthcare [33–36]. In Western countries, men are likely
to die at younger age and suffer more frequently from
heart attacks and mortality from cancer than women
[37]. Furthermore, men have unhealthier behaviours than
women, for instance, through a higher extent of excessive
drinking, unsafe sex and taking less health preventive ac-
tions [34]. This is also related to a failure or delay in men’s
care- seeking when ill. Ideal femininity is upheld by the
opposite health behaviour; that is, taking care of one’s own
and other family members’ health and seeking healthcare
in time [31].
Macintyre and Hunt [38] have pointed out that gender,
along with socio-economic factors, as well as ethnicity,
age and sexuality, are important markers of how groups
and individuals are positioned in a society. This implies
that gender is a dimension of social life that interacts –
or intersects – with other factors, such as ethnicity, race,
age, sexual orientation or identity and social class. This
has also been pointed out by Connell [27]. Also within
healthcare research, the concept of ‘intersectionality’ has
been frequently used and acknowledged [39–42]. Wamala
et al. [43] found that perceived discrimination due to more
than one social category increased the risk of refraining
from seeking healthcare, despite an experienced need.
Methods
The study had a quasi-experimental design, with one
intervention group and one control group. A base-line
measurement was performed before the educational
intervention and a follow-up measurement was made
afterwards in both groups.
Sample and setting
Telephone nurses from two different sites in Sweden
were asked to participate in the study. The sites were
strategically chosen, since they were similar in size and
in number of employed (30–40) nurses. One site func-
tioned as intervention group and the other as control
group, which implies that samples in the same group
were from the same working place and that the partici-
pants were not blinded to the intervention.
Permission to perform the study was given by the re-
spective head of the sites. All telephone nurses working
on the sites were asked to participate and they were in-
cluded after individual informed consent. All in all, 72
nurses participated in the baseline measurement (32 in
the intervention group and 40 in the control group). In
the intervention seminar 19 nurses participated. In the
follow-up evaluation 60 nurses participated (25 in the
intervention group and 35 in the control group). All 25
nurses in the intervention group who answered the
follow-up questionnaire were analyzed together, although
only 19 of them participated in the seminar that was part
of the intervention. This is due to the fact that they had all
received information about the literature and had access
to the web-based lecture, also those who did not take part
in the seminar because of various reasons (illness, work
load etc.).
Instrument
The questionnaire was developed by the research group
and is described elsewhere [44, 45]. It measures three as-
pects of power orders or intersects, namely, gender, age
and ethnicity. It included descriptions of twelve fictive
persons, of different age and born in Sweden or outside
Europe, and of male or female gender. The following fic-
tive persons were included:
Isa: 25 years, born in Sweden, female
Lynn: 25 years, born outside Europe, female
Alexander: 25 years, born in Sweden, male
Elliot: 25 years, born outside Europe, male
Johanna: 45 years, born in Sweden, female
Manuela: 45 years, born outside Europe, female
Björn: 45 years, born in Sweden, male
Urghesa: 45 years, born outside Europe, male
Karin: 70 years, born in Sweden, female
Li-Xing: 70 years, born outside Europe, female
David: 70 years, born in Sweden, male
Ahmed: 70 years, born outside Europe, male
The items concerned assessment of the likelihood of
whether the fictive person had called SHD, whether or
not s/he was recommended a doctor’s appointment
when calling, whether s/he had a high quality of life,
power of own life and had experienced discrimination.
Each participant was asked to assess two of the fictive
persons, randomly selected. This gave 66 different com-
binations ((12x11)/2). The participants were also asked
to give comments to their assessments, using free text.
The base-line questionnaire was distributed to the
intervention group and the control group on workplace
meetings in fall 2014. The follow-up questionnaire was
distributed to both groups on workplace meetings in
May and June 2015, i.e., approximately six months after
the intervention.
Description of the intervention
The intervention used can be described as complex, in
that it consisted of several interacting components [46].
Complex interventions are characterized by the difficulty
of behavior that is required by those delivering and re-
ceiving it, as well as by the number of groups and out-
comes and the degree of flexibility the intervention
permits. Key questions concern whether the intervention
Höglund et al. International Journal for Equity in Health  (2016) 15:152 Page 3 of 11
is effective in everyday practice, what the active ingredi-
ents are and how they are exerting their effect [46]. The
interacting components used in the present study inter-
vention were 1) web-based lecture; 2) literature reading;
and 3) seminar. Hence, it consisted of reading, listening
and reflecting alone and in group settings.
The web-based lecture covered aspects that have been
described under “Theoretical framework” above. Based
on statistics of inequality in healthcare, Connell’s theory
of hegemonic masculinity [27–29] and the concept of
“doing gender” [26] in relation to “doing health” [32]
were introduced. The literature consisted of three chap-
ters from a Swedish anthology on “gender vertigo” [47]
and critical norm theory, edited by the Swedish Associ-
ation of Health Professionals [48]. The chapters addressed
the function of socially constructed norms in society, e.g.,
gender norms; theories on constructions of masculinity,
and research on racism as a result of discriminatory
norms.
Flexibility in how the intervention was performed was
permitted and the design and performance were based
on theory [46]; in this case gender and intersectionality
theories. Further, the educational intervention was de-
signed according to principles for adult learning [49].
Knowles [50] first identified the characteristics of adult
learning, stressing that it should acknowledge the partic-
ipants’ autonomy, experience and knowledge. The teach-
ing should be goal oriented, relevant, and practical and
the participants be treated with respect in a cooperative
learning climate. Further, our intervention also acknowl-
edged principles of the adults’ willingness to learn, that
they learn by doing and from practical and realistic
problems (http://www.literacy.ca/).
Information of the educational intervention was
given both orally and in written to the participants in
the intervention group on a workplace meeting in fall
2014. It encouraged them to watch the web-based
lecture on inequalities in healthcare and read three
Table 1 Characteristics of the participants of the intervention group and the control group before and after the intervention
Intervention group Control group
Before intervention
(n = 32)
After intervention (n = 25) Before intervention (n = 41) After intervention (n = 35)
Age M* SD** M SD M SD M SD
r = 39–72/34–72 (intervention group);
r = 42–71/28–67 (control group)
57.28 8.4 57.21 8.1 58.39 6.5 56.09 8.8
Fulltime work 14 6 12 10
Part time work 17 19 (additional workplace 8) 27 23 (additional workplace 5)
Retired 1 0 2 2
*Mean
**Standard deviation
Table 2 Good life-index consisting of quality of life, power over own life, and the reversed assessment of experience of discrimination
(range 3–18). The Means (M) and Standard deviations (SD) according to the intervention group before (n = 32) and after (n = 25) the
intervention
Before the intervention After the intervention
Rank Intervention groupa M SD Rank Intervention group M SD
1 Karin 70 12.75 1.5 1 Johanna 45 13.67 1.5
2 Alexander 25 12.00 1.0 2 Björn 45 12.60 2.1
3 Isa 25 12.00 2.0 3 Alexander 25 12.60 2.7
4 Björn 45 11.00 0 4 Karin 70 12.50 1.9
5 Johanna 45 10.50 1.3 5 Isa 25 12.25 1.0
6 Li-Xing 70 10.33 2.9 6 David 70 12.20 2.0
7 Elliot 25 10.13 1.6 7 Lynn 25 11.00 2.0
8 Ahmed 70 9.00 1.7 8 Elliot 25 10.00 2.8
9 Urghesa 45 8.11 1.5 9 Ahmed 70 9.50 0.7
10 Manuela 45 8.00 1.5 10 Li-Xing 70 8.40 1.9
11 Lynn 25 7.67 1.4 11 Manuela 45 8.00 2.0
12 12 Urghesa 45 7.67 2.9
aThere were no assessments concerning David 70 in the measurement before the interventions
Swedish names are presented in italics
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chapters in the literature on gender and intersectional-
ity in health.
The seminar was led by two of the authors (ATH and
EK) and lasted for about three hours. It was performed
twice in fall 2014, covering half the intervention group
at a time, in order to fit the work schedule for the tele-
phone nursing site. In the seminar, participants were
first allowed to reflect on the web-based lecture and the
recommended literature, followed by group discussions
on these matters. Thereafter, authentic case examples
were discussed in smaller groups. At the end of the ses-
sion, the participants were asked to fill out a short evalu-
ation form of the educational intervention, covering
questions on how participants viewed the literature, the
lecture and the seminar.
Data analysis
Data from the questionnaires were analyzed through de-
scriptive and comparative statistics, using SPSS version
22. The mean (M) was calculated for each assessed per-
son for each item. The assessments were ranked from
lowest likelihood to highest likelihood; thus 12 ranked
positions were possible. A Good life-index was also
calculated. This combined the questions: quality of life,
power of own life and experience of discrimination.
The assessment for the item “Experience of discrimin-
ation” was reversed when the index was calculated.
The reliability/homogeneity of the Good life-index was
calculated with Cronbach’s alpha-coefficient [51, 52].
Ethical considerations
Approval for the study was sought at the Regional Ethics
Review Board (Dnr 2014/130). The Board found, how-
ever, that according to Swedish legislation no formal ap-
proval of the project was needed. Throughout the
project, the ethics of scientific work as outlined in the
Declaration of Helsinki [53] were followed. Permission
to perform the study was given by the respective head of
the sites. The study concerned the encounter between
telephone nurse and caller, with focus on power interac-
tions related to factors such as gender, age and ethnicity;
hence, the issue could be regarded as sensitive. In order
to handle these ethical challenges, much effort was put
on information and the consent process. The nurses
were informed both orally and in writing about the study
and were included after informed consent. Information
emphasized that participation was voluntary and pos-
sible to withdraw at any time. Likewise, it was stressed
that data would be handled confidentially and that no
workplace would be identifiable in the reporting of
results.
Results
Characteristics of the participants before and after the
intervention are presented in Table 1.
A Good life-index, consisting of assessments of the fic-
tive persons’ possible experience of quality of life, power
over own life and the reversed assessment of the
Table 3 Good life-index consisting of quality of life, power
over own life, and the reversed assessment of experience of
discrimination (range 3–18). The Means (M) and Standard
deviations (SD) according to the control group before (n = 41)
and after (n = 35) the intervention
Before the intervention After the intervention
Rank Control group M SD Rank Control group M SD
1 Alexander 25 12.67 0.6 1 Johanna 45 12.50 2.0
2 Karin 70 12.50 1.5 2 Isa 25 12.40 1.3
3 Björn 45 12.33 1.5 3 Manuela 45 12.16 1.7
4 Isa 25 12.29 2.4 4 Björn 45 12.00 0.0
5 David 70 11.50 0.7 5 Alexander 25 12.00 2.4
6 Li-Xing 70 11.13 2.4 6 David 70 11.70 2.5
7 Johanna 45 10.33 1.6 7 Karin 70 11.50 1.5
8 Lynn 25 10.33 2.1 8 Lynn 25 11.14 1.3
9 Urghesa 45 9.78 2.3 9 Elliot 9.75 0.9
10 Manuela 45 9.60 1.1 10 Li-Xing 70 9.40 1.5
11 Elliot 25 9.12 2.5 11 Urghesa 45 8.25 2.4
12 Ahmed 70 8.56 1.8 12 Ahmed 70 6.50 2.4
Table 4 Aggregated Good Life-index before and after the
intervention
Intervention group










M* SD** M SD M SD M SD
11.65 0.9 8.87 1.1 0.000 12.72 0.5 9.10 1.3 0.000
Women Men Women Men
M SD M SD M SD M SD
10.21 2.1 10.01 1.5 0.056 10.97 2.2 11.38 1.5 0.553
Table 5 Aggregated Good Life-index before and after the
intervention
Control group










M SD M SD M SD M SD
11.93 0.9 9.75 0.9 0.000 12.01 0.4 9.53 2.0 0.014
Women Men Women Men
M SD M SD M SD M SD
11.03 1.2 10.67 1.7 0.230 11.52 1.6 10.03 2.3 0.029
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question measuring experience of discrimination, was
calculated before and after the intervention in both
groups. The assessments of the Good life-index for the
participants in the intervention group are presented in
Table 2 and for the control group in Table 3.
The fictive persons born in Sweden were assessed to
have a higher Good life-index in all four assessment situ-
ations. Gender, ethnicity and age are three obvious char-
acteristics of a person. If we compare the most different
positions of the fictive persons in our questionnaire, we
have the following options:
Gender: female – male
Age: young – middle aged – old
Ethnicity: born in Sweden - born outside Europe
Based on statistics [54] and societal norms [28, 29],
the most favorable position is supposed to be a young
man born in Sweden and the least favorable position an
old woman born outside Europe; in this study represented
by Alexander and Li-Xing. There was no significant differ-
ence in the assessments of Alexander and Li-Xing in the
intervention group before the intervention. (See Table 2
for Means (M) and Standard deviations (SD)). (t = 1.34,
df = 10, p > 0.10; non-significant). After the intervention
there was a significant difference between the assessments
of Alexander and Li-Xing (t = 2.56, df = 8, p < 0.05). The
pattern was the same also in the control group, (see
Table 3 for Means (M) and Standard deviations (SD)),
i.e., no difference before the intervention (t = 1.50, df = 9,
p > 0.10, non-significant), but a significant difference after
the intervention (t = 2.22, df = 11, p < 0.05).
Concerning the Good life-index, comparisons were per-
formed, where the fictive persons born in Sweden were
compared with the persons born outside Europe. Swedish
ethnicity was assessed to give a higher Good life-index
than a non-Swedish ethnicity. This pattern was found in
the intervention group as well as in the control group,
both before and after the intervention (Tables 4 and 5).
Comparisons concerning Good life-index were also
made between the assessments of the fictive persons who
were supposed to be women and those who were sup-
posed to be men. No significant differences were assessed
between the fictive women and men in the intervention
group (Table 4).
Likewise, comparisons between the fictive persons of
different ages showed no statistically significant differ-
ences (Tables 6 and 7).
The participants were also asked how likely they as-
sumed that it was that the fictive persons had called SHD
and in Tables 8 and 9 the results are presented.
Finally, the participants were asked how likely it was
that the fictive persons had been recommended a doc-
tor’s appointment when they called SHD and in Tables 10
and 11 the results are presented.
Effect of the intervention
Every participant assessed two fictive persons before the
intervention and two after the intervention. The same
pairs of fictive persons were assessed in the intervention
and the control group. In Table 12 the number of assess-
ments is presented. The same assessment in both mea-
surements indicated that the respondents assessed that
the two fictive persons had been treated equally. Differ-
ent assessments in the two measurements indicated non
equal treatment. The answers in the two groups were al-
most the same, but with a slight tendency to fewer equal
assessments for the questions about calling SHD and
probable experience of discrimination.
Evaluation of the seminar
A separate evaluation form of the educational intervention
was distributed directly after the seminar and was com-
pleted by all seminar participants (n = 19). It included
Table 6 Aggregated Good Life-index before and after the intervention
Intervention group
Before the intervention After the intervention
Young Middle-aged Old p Young Midlle-aged Old p
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
11.38 1.1 9.87 1.5 10.69 1.9 0.450 11.46 1.2 10.49 1.5 10.65 1.0 0.271
Table 7 Aggregated Good Life-index before and after the intervention
Control group
Before the intervention After the intervention
Young Middle-aged Old p Young Midlle-aged Old p
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
11.10 0.8 10.51 0.63 9.77 1.2 0.643 11.32 0.6 11.23 1.0 9.78 1.2 0.09
*Mean
**Standard deviation
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questions on how the participants valued the literature,
the lecture and the seminar. Overall, participants were
content with the intervention. 18 out of 19 had read the
suggested literature and rated it as “very good” (2), “good”
(8) or “rather good” (7). None rated it as “less good”, but
two participants did not answer the question. All but two
participants had watched the lecture. It was rated as “very
good” by three participants, as “good” by nine and as
“rather good” by two participants. None rated it as “less
good”, but five did not answer. The perceptions of the
seminar were all “very good” (9) or “good” (10).
Discussion
The results showed few significant differences before and
after the intervention in the intervention group. Also in
the control group few significant differences were found
in the two measurements, although no intervention was
performed in that group. The reason for this might be that
the instrument used was not sensitive enough to pick up
an expected raised awareness concerning equity in health-
care or that solely the act of filling out the questionnaire
(as was done in the control group) can create a sort of
intervention effect, in that it can inspire the participants
to reflect on issues related to equity in healthcare.
However, participants of the intervention group
expressed that they appreciated the educational inter-
vention, not least the seminar, where they got the chance
to discuss equity in healthcare with two researchers and
with engaged colleagues. The separate evaluation form,
distributed directly after the educational intervention,
further showed a high appreciation of it, concerning
both form and content, indicating that telephone nurses
need opportunities to discuss these issues and find them
interesting and thought provoking.
The results indicate that awareness concerning equity
in healthcare is difficult but important to study. This has
previously been reported by Andersson et al. [55] in a
Swedish context and by Verdonk et al. [56] in a Dutch
context.
In the analysis, a Good life-index was created, consist-
ing of assessments of experienced quality of life, power
Table 8 Likelihood of having called SHD according to the intervention group before (n = 32) and after (n = 25) the intervention.
Swedish names are presented in italics
Before the intervention After the intervention
Rank Intervention groupa M* SD** Rank Intervention group M SD
1 Isa 25 5.17 1.0 1 Isa 25 4.25 1.0
2 Björn 45 5.00 0 2 Lynn 25 4.00 1.6
3 Karin 70 4.25 1.5 3 Manuela 45 3.67 2.1
4 Elliot 25 3.75 1.0 4 Johanna 45 3.67 1.2
5 Urghesa 45 3.44 1.1 5 Alexander 25 3.40 0.9
6 Manuela 45 3.33 1.6 6 David 70 3.40 1.0
7 Lynn 25 3.33 1.2 7 Li-Xing 70 3.20 0.8
8 Johanna 45 3.25 0.5 8 Elliot 25 3.00 1.4
9 Alexander 25 3.00 0 9 Björn 45 3.00 0.8
10 Li-Xing 70 2.56 0.9 10 Karin 70 3.00 0.8
11 Ahmed 70 2.25 1.0 11 Urghesa 45 2.67 1.2
12 12 Ahmed 70 2.00 0
aThere were no assessments concerning David 70 in the measurement before the intervention
*Mean
**Standard deviation
Table 9 Likelihood of having called SHD according to the
control group before (n = 32) and after (n = 25) the
intervention. Swedish names are presented in italics
Before the intervention After the intervention
Rank Control group M* SD** Rank Control group M SD
1 Elliot 25 4.40 0.7 1 Johanna 45 4.88 1.1
2 Isa 25 4.25 1.9 2 Alexander 25 4.75 0.9
3 Lynn 25 4.25 1.0 3 Isa 25 4.00 0.7
4 Alexander 25 4.20 0.4 4 Karin 70 4.00 0.6
5 Manuela 4.00 0.8 5 Manuela 45 3.83 0.8
6 Johanna 45 3.67 1.4 6 Elliot 25 3.75 0
7 Urghesa 45 3.56 1.3 7 Li-Xing 70 3.60 0.9
8 Björn 45 3.33 0.6 8 David 70 3.55 0.9
9 Karin 70 3.33 0.8 9 Lynn 25 3.38 0.5
10 David 70 3.00 0 10 Ahmed 70 3.00 0.8
11 Ahmed 70 2.89 0.8 11 Björn 45 3.00 0
12 Li-Xing 70 2.50 0.9 12 Urghesa 45 3.00 0
*Mean
**Standard deviation
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over one’s own life and experience of discrimination.
The results showed that the fictive persons born in
Sweden were assessed to have a higher Good life-index
in all four assessment situations. This is in line with the
societal context were the intervention was made, as
previous studies and statistics have shown that people
with foreign background are to a higher extent discrim-
inated against than people born in Sweden by Swedish
parents [54].
This was primarily obvious in the assessments of
Alexander, who was described as a young man born in
Sweden, and Li-Xing, who was described as an older
woman born outside Europe. Before the intervention, no
significant difference in the assessment of these two fic-
tive persons was found, but after the intervention small
differences were found, both in the intervention group
and in the control group. The difference in the interven-
tion group could be caused by the intervention. The
same pattern in the control group could either be a co-
incident or an effect of the first questionnaire.
According to the theoretical frame of the study, ethni-
city intersect with other factors, such as socio-economy,
education, gender and age [27, 38, 42]. Concerning gen-
der, the results showed no significant differences in the
assessments of good life in the intervention group after
the intervention. In the control group there was a sig-
nificant difference in the evaluation made after the inter-
vention. This could be interpreted as a higher awareness
in the intervention group of the intersecting of different
categories, making them distance themselves from easy
connections between gender and inequality, and this
might be a result of the educational intervention which
covered aspects of intersectionality. When age was
considered, significant differences were found in both
groups. In short, younger age was assessed as improv-
ing the possibility of experiencing a good life.
Also the likelihood of the fictive persons having called
SHD was assessed. The fictive persons with Swedish
names were assessed to have called to a higher extent
than the fictive persons with non-Swedish names. This is
in line with previous studies of SHD and similar services
Table 10 Ranking of likelihood of having got a doctor’s appointment according to the intervention group before (n = 32), and after
(n = 25) the intervention. Swedish names are presented in italics
Before the intervention After the intervention
Rank Intervention groupa M* SD** Rank Intervention group M SD
1 Isa 25 3.83 1.3 1 Urghesa 45 4.00 2.0
2 Manuela 45 3.83 1.0 2 Karin 70 4.00 1.4
3 Urghesa 45 3.67 1.1 3 Manuela 45 4.00 1.0
4 Elliot 25 3.63 0.9 4 Johanna 45 3.67 1.2
5 Ahmed 3.63 0.9 5 Li-Xing 70 3.60 1.1
6 Li-Xing 70 3.56 1.2 6 Isa 25 3.50 1.7
7 Karin 70 3.50 0.6 7 David 70 3.50 1.0
8 Lynn 25 3.00 1.1 8 Elliot 25 3.50 0.7
9 Alexander 25 3.00 0.0 9 Ahmed 70 3.50 0.7
10 Björn 45 3.00 0.0 10 Lynn 25 3.25 1.3
11 Johanna 45 3.00 0.0 11 Björn 45 3.00 0.7
12 12 Alexander 25 2.80 0.4
aThere were no assessments concerning David 70 in the measurement before the intervention
*Mean
**Standard deviation
Table 11 Ranking of likelihood of having got a doctor’s
appointment when calling according to the control group
before (n = 41) and after (n = 35) the intervention. Swedish
names are presented in italics
Before the intervention After the intervention
Rank Control group M* SD** Rank Control group M SD
1 Johanna 45 3.50 0.5 1 Björn 45 5.00 0
2 Li-Xing 70 3.10 0.8 2 Urghesa 45 3.25 0.5
3 Manuela 45 3.10 0.6 3 David 70 3.00 1.2
4 Ahmed 70 3.10 0.6 4 Manuela 45 3.00 0
5 Elliot 25 3.00 1.2 5 Li-Xing 70 3.00 0
6 Björn 45 3.00 1.0 6 Alexander 25 2.87 0.8
7 Urghesa 45 3.00 0.9 7 Karin 70 2.83 1.2
8 Karin 70 3.00 0.6 8 Lynn 25 2.75 0.9
9 Isa 25 3.00 0.0 9 Isa 25 2.60 0.5
10 Lynn 25 2.86 0.7 10 Elliot 25 2.50 0.6
11 Alexander 25 2.80 0.4 11 Johanna 45 2.38 1.1
12 David 70 2.50 0.7 12 Ahmed 70 2.00 1.4
*Mean
**Standard deviation
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[5, 16, 21]. Concerning the likelihood of having received
a recommendation or referral to a doctor’s appointment,
no significant differences were found before or after the
intervention in any of the groups.
In order to measure the effect of the intervention, we
compared the answers of the same persons before and
after the intervention. The answers were almost the
same, but with a slight tendency to fewer equal assess-
ments for the questions about calling SHD and probable
experience of discrimination. This might be an effect of
the intervention, as a high awareness of equity in health-
care can concern awareness of discrimination based on
gender, age or ethnicity, as well as the intersection of
these factors.
Our results have practical implications in that both the
questionnaire and the education developed within the
project can be used to improve awareness of equity in
healthcare in different settings. They can inspire discus-
sions and change behavior, which might have direct im-
pact on the encounter between healthcare provider and
patient or caller. An increased awareness of what the
law and different guidelines require when it comes to
equity in healthcare are also likely to have positive out-
comes on patients and callers, which in the long run can
improve public health.
Strengths and limitations
To our knowledge, this is the first intervention study of
this kind. The study was made in Sweden on a rather
small sample. We do claim, however, that the results are
transferrable to similar contexts, i.e., Western countries
with similar services as SHD. The factors that were
measured were gender, ethnicity and age, but in future
studies other aspects could be included, such as hetero-
normativity and dis/ability. Gender and ethnicity were
indicated through the fictive names and information of
birth country, which might be considered a weakness,
but is based on how telephone nurses encounter per-
sons that use the service.
The mean age of the studied population can be
regarded as quite high, as it was over 50 in all groups.
However, the sample reflects the mean age of telephone
nurses in Sweden, as experienced nurses are valued
within this field. This has previously been pointed out by
Kaminsky et al. [8].
The intervention had a solid theoretical base and the
results were interpreted by a multi-disciplinary group of
researchers (two RN:s, one ethicist and one psycholo-
gist). Further, principles of adult learning [49, 50] were
considered when designing the educational intervention.
However, the instrument used for evaluations before and
after the intervention is still under development and
solely captures self-reported results by the participants.
In order to investigate long term impact and outcomes,
new measurements are required, as well as investigation
of outcome of calls, or analyses of authentic calls.
Conclusion
The results showed that fictive persons born in Sweden
were assessed to have a higher Good life-index than fic-
tive persons born outside Europe in all four assessment
situations. Also younger age was assessed as improving
the likelihood of having a good life, irrespectively of the
educational intervention. The results are an imperative
that equity in healthcare still needs to be educated and
discussed in different settings. The encounter between
telephone nurse and caller can impact the following care,
which make the awareness of equity in health among tele-
phone nurses an urgent matter. The intervention and the
questionnaire used in our study were designed to fit tele-
phone nurses. They could, however, easily be adjusted to
other professional groups, who to an equal extent need to
increase their awareness of equity in healthcare.
Abbreviations
CDA: Critical discourse analysis; NPM: New public management;
SHD: Swedish healthcare direct
Acknowledgements
We are indebted to the participating telephone nurses.
Funding
This research was funded by The Swedish Research Council and by the
Faculty of Medicine at Uppsala University.
Table 12 Number of assessments. The columns giving the same assessment indicate that the two fictive persons were treated
equally and the columns giving different assessments indicate non equal treatment
Question Intervention group Control group
Before (n = 32) After (n = 25) Before (n = 41) After (n = 35)
Same Different Same Different Same Different Same different
Called SHD 12 20 7 18 13 18 17 18
Doctor’s appointment 25 7 20 5 34 7 27 8
Quality of life 21 11 17 8 24 17 21 14
Power over own life 16 16 11 14 20 21 19 16
Discrimination 15 17 8 17 18 23 16 19
Höglund et al. International Journal for Equity in Health  (2016) 15:152 Page 9 of 11
Availability of data and material
Data has been handled confidential and questionnaires are kept in a locked
safe at the Department.
Authors’ contributions
IKH is project leader and was main applicant when the grant from the
Swedish Research Council was sought. Design of the study was made by
all authors together. A first draft of the questionnaire was done by MC, and
thereafter the instrument was developed and finalized by all authors
together. Analyses of statistical data was done by MC. The intervention
was designed by all authors and performed by ATH and EK. A first draft of
the article was done by ATH. All four authors have thereafter contributed





The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Consent for publication
Not applicable.
Ethics approval and consent to participate
Approval for the study was sought at the Regional Ethics Review Board (Dnr
2014/130). The Board found, however, that according to Swedish legislation
no formal approval of the project was needed. Throughout the project, the
ethics of scientific work as outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki were followed.
Permission to perform the study was given by the respective head of the sites.
The nurses were informed both orally and in writing about the study and were
included after informed consent. Information emphasized that participation was
voluntary and possible to withdraw at any time. Likewise, it was stressed
that data would be handled confidentially and that no workplace would
be identifiable in the reporting of results.
Author details
1Department of Public Health and Caring Sciences, Box 564, SE-751 22,
Uppsala, Sweden. 2University of Gävle, 801 76 Gävle, Sweden. 3School of
health, care and social welfare, Mälardalen University, Box 883721 23
Västerås, Sweden.
Received: 29 March 2016 Accepted: 15 September 2016
References
1. Smirthwaite G. (O)jämställdhet i hälsa och vård: en genusmedicinsk
kunskapsöversikt. (In English: (In)-equity in health and heath care: a systematic
review of gender medicine. Stockholm: Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting
(SKL); 2014.
2. Osika I, Evengård B, Waernulf L, Nyberg F. Tvättsäcksprojektet –
Genusskillnader in på bara skinnet. (In English: The laundry basket project:
Gender differences under your skin). Lakartidningen. 2005;40(102):2846–51.
3. Kraemer S. The fragile male. Br Med J. 2000;321:1609–12.
4. Höglund AT, Holmström I. “It’s easier to talk to a woman”. Aspects of
gender in Swedish telenursing. J Clin Nurs. 2008;17:2979–86.
5. Kaminsky E, Carlsson M, Höglund AT, Holmström I. Paediatric health calls to
Swedish telenurses: a descriptive study of content and outcome. J Telemed
Telecare. 2010;16:454–7.
6. Colett A, Kent W, Swain S. The role of a telephone helpline in provision of
patient information. Nursing Standards. 2006;19:41–4.
7. Swedin B. Vårdråd direkt: Sjukvårdsrådgivningar i samverkan. Slutrapport
från Utredningen om nationellt samordnad sjukvårdsrådgivning, (In English:
Healthcare direct: Telephone nursing in collaboration. Final report from the
national inquiry into coordinated telephone nursing). Stockholm:
Landstingsförbundet; 2003.
8. Kaminsky E, Rosenqvist U, Holmström I. Telenurses’ understanding of work:
detective or educator? J Adv Nurs. 2009;65(2):382–90.
9. Fredriksson M. Between equity and local autonomy: A governance dilemma
in Swedish Healthcare. Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis; 2012.
10. Jonvallen P, Berg E, Barry J. The development of contract research
organisations in Sweden: healthcare, privatisation and neo-liberalism. N
Technol Work Employ. 2011;26:196–209.
11. Diefenbach T. New Public Management in public sector organizations: the
dark side of managerialistic ‘enlightenment’. Public Adm. 2009;87(4):892–909.
12. Andersson Bäck M. Conceptions, conflicts and contradictions at the introduction
of a Swedish health call centre, Thesis. Sweden: University of Gothenburg; 2008.
13. Jennett PA, Hall AL, Hailey D, Ohinmaa A, Anderson C, Thomas R, et al. The
socio-economic impact of telehealth: a systematic review. J Telemed
Telecare. 2003;9:311–0.
14. Knowles E, O’Cathain A, Morrell J, Munro JF, Nicholl JP. NHS Direct and
nurses – opportunity or monotony? Int J Nurs Stud. 2002;39:857–66.
15. Hakimnia R, Carlsson M, Holmström IK, Höglund AT. Exploring the
communication between telenurse and caller – A critical discourse analysis.
Int J Qual Stud Health Well-being. 2014;24(9):242–55.
16. Hakimnia R, Carlsson M, Höglund AT, Holmström IK. Doing gender in the
context of telenursing. Analyses of authentic calls to a telenursing site in
Sweden. Clinical Nursing Studies. 2015;3(2):24–30.
17. Östlin P. Gender Inequalities in Health: The Significance of Work. In: Wamala SP,
Lynch J, editors. Gender and Social Inequalities in Health. Lund:
Studentlitteratur; 2002. p. 43–65.
18. Goode J, Hanlon G, Luff D, O’Cathain A, Strangleman T, Greatbatch D. Male
callers to NHS Direct: the assertive carer, the new dad and the reluctant
patient. Health. 2004;8:311–28.
19. Cooper D, Arnold E, Smith G, Hollyoak V, Chinemana F. The effect of
deprivation, age and sex on NHS Direct call rates. Br J Gen Pract.
2005;55(513):287–91.
20. Hsu W-C, Bath PA, Large S, Williams S. Older people’s use of NHS Direct.
Age Ageing. 2011;40:335–40.
21. Knowles E, Munro J, O’Cathain A, Nicholl J. Equity of access to healthcare.
Evidence from NHS Direct in the UK. J Telemed Telecare. 2006;12:262–5.
22. Shah SM, Cook DG. Socio-economic determinants of casualty and NHS
Direct use. J Public Health. 2008;30:75–81.
23. Waqas U, Theivendra A, Sood V, Vasireddy A, Maryon-Davis A. Men and
older people are less likely to use NHS Direct. Br Med J. 2003;326:710.
24. Rubin, G. The traffic in women. Notes on the ‘political economy’ of sex.
Reprinted in Nicholson L. (Ed.) (1997) The Second Wave. A Reader in
Feminist Theory. New York & London: Routledge; 1975. p. 27–62.
25. Hirdman Y. Genussystemet – Reflexioner kring kvinnors sociala
underordning. (In English: The gender system. Reflections on women’s
social subordination), Kvinnovetenskaplig Tidskrift. 1988. p. 49–63.
26. West C, Zimmerman DH. Doing gender. Gend Soc. 1987;1:125–51.
27. Connell RW. Masculinities. Berkeley: University of California Press; 1995.
28. Connell RW. Gender and Power. Oxford: Polity Press; 2003.
29. Connell RW, Messerschmidt JW. Hegemonic masculinity, rethinking the
concept. Gend Soc. 2005;19:829–59.
30. Schippers M. Recovering the feminine other: masculinity, femininity, and
gender hegemony. Theory Soc. 2007;36:85–102.
31. Lyons AC. Masculinities, femininities, behaviour and health. Soc Personal
Psychol. 2009;3:394–412.
32. Saltonstall R. Healthy bodies, social bodies: men’s and women’s concepts
and practices of health in everyday life. Soc Sci Med. 1993;36:7–14.
33. Addis ME, Mahalik JR. Men, masculinity, and the contexts of help seeking.
Am Psychol. 2003;58:5–14.
34. Courtenay WH. Constructions of masculinity and their influence on men’s
well-being: a theory of gender and health. Soc Sci Med. 2000;50:1385–401.
35. Noone JH, Stephens C. Men, masculine identities, and healthcare utilisation.
Sociol Health Illn. 2008;30:711–25.
36. Schofield T, Connell RW, Walker L, Wood JF, Butland DL. Understanding
men’s health illness: a gender-relations approach to policy, research and
practice. J Am Coll Heal. 2000;48:247–56.
37. Case A, Paxton C. Sex differences in morbidity and mortality. Demography.
2005;42(2):189–214.
38. Macintyre S, Hunt K. Socioeconomic position, gender and health. How do
they interact? J Health Psychol. 1997;2:315–34.
39. Dressel P, Minkler M, Yen I. Gender, race, class and aging: advances and
opportunities. Int J Health Serv. 1997;27:579–600.
40. Weber L, Parrah-Medina D. Intersectionality and women’s health: charting a
path to eliminating health disparities. In: Segal MT, Demos V, Kronenfeld JJ,
editors. Gender Perspectives on Health and Medicine (Advances in Gender
Research, Volume 7). New York: Emerald Group; 2003. p. 181–230.
Höglund et al. International Journal for Equity in Health  (2016) 15:152 Page 10 of 11
41. Dworkin SL. Who is epidemiologically fathomable in the HIV/ AIDS epidemic?
Gender, sexuality and intersectionality in public health. Cult Health Sex.
2005;7:615–23.
42. Hankivsky O. Women’s health, men’s health, and gender and health:
implications of intersectionality. Soc Sci Med. 2012;74:1712–20.
43. Wamala SP, Merlo J, Boström G. Perceived discrimination, socioeconomic
disadvantage and refraining from seeking medical treatment in Sweden. J
Epidemiol Community Health. 2007;61:409–15.
44. Carlsson, M., Höglund, AT., Kamisky, E., Holmström, IK. (Manuscript) Exploration
of equity in healthcare – A survey with an intersectional perspective.
45. Holmström, I., Kaminsky, E., Höglund, AT., Carlsson, M. (Manuscript) Student
nurses’ awareness of equity in healthcare – An intersectional perspective.
46. Craig P, Dieppe P, Macintyre S, Mitchie S, Nazareth I, Petticrew M. Developing
and evaluating complex interventions: the new Medical Research Council
guidance. BMJ. 2008;337:979–83.
47. Risman BJ. Gender Vertigo: American Families in Transition. New Haven,
Conn: Yale University Press; 1998.
48. Ejd, M. (ed.). Genusyrsel och normuppror. En antologi om vård, värderingar
och jämställda löner. (In English: Gender Vertigo and Norm Revolution.
An Anthology on Care, Values and Equal Payment). Göteborg:
Vårdförbundet. Göteborgstryckeriet; 2013.
49. Russell S. An overview of adult learning processes. Urol Nurs. 2006;26(5):347–52.
50. Knowles MS. The Modern Practice of Adult Education: Androgogy versus
Pedagogy. New York: New York Association Press; 1970.
51. Cronbach LJ. Coefficient alpha and internal structure of tests. Psychometrica.
1951;16(3):297–334.
52. Nunnally JC. Assessment of Reliability in Psychometric Theory. 2nd ed. New
York: Mc Graw-Hill; 1978.
53. Declaration of Helsinki. World Medical Association. Ethical principles for
medical research involving human subjects. 2008.
54. Statistics Sweden. Statistical Data Base. Statistical Yearbook of Sweden. 2015.
55. Andersson J, Verdonk P, Johansson EE, Lagro-Janssen T, Hamberg K.
Comparing gender awareness in Dutch and Swedish first-year medical
students - results from a questionnaire. BMC Med Educ. 2012;12:3. doi:10.
1186/1472-6920-12-3.
56. Verdonk P, Benschop Y, De Haes H, Lagro-Janssen T. From gender bias to
gender awareness in medical education. Adv Health Sci Educ. 2009;14(1):135–52.
•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 
•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal
•  We provide round the clock customer support 
•  Convenient online submission
•  Thorough peer review
•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 
•  Maximum visibility for your research
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit
Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:
Höglund et al. International Journal for Equity in Health  (2016) 15:152 Page 11 of 11
